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5. East London Mobilities:  The ‘Cockney Diaspora’ and the Remaking of the Essex Ethnoscape

Paul Watt, Gareth Millington and Rupa Huq 


‘[In London] I have never felt like a stranger, at odds with an unknown place and people. But I sometimes wonder where all the English have gone’. 
Dijay Dutt, foreign correspondent of the Hindustan Times (cited in Tudge and Redhead, 2002: xix). Not sure about the quote


5.1 Introduction​[1]​

Essex, a county to the east of London, has long been a place of destination for Londoners, especially East Enders (‘Cockneys’), either as a site for day trips and holidays or for more permanent relocations. In this paper, we explore the mutating Essex ‘ethnoscape’ (Appadurai, 1996) with reference to those residential, work and leisure mobilities that traverse East London to the city’s eastern suburban hinterlands. For most of the post-War period, these mobilities have taken the form of a ‘Cockney Diaspora’ comprising white émigrés from the East End of London, pushed as well as pulled into New Town, rural, coastal and riverside Essex destinations (Fawbert, 2005; Cohen, 2013). Although this is not a diaspora proper in the generally accepted sense of constituting a transnational flow of migrants across national borders, it nevertheless has certain diasporic qualities in relation to notions of dispersal, scattering and being in one place but identifying with another. We illustrate these diasporic qualities through a consideration of ‘white’ mobilities and place-based belonging with reference to empirical data drawn from research projects undertaken in two areas of Essex that have long been identified as emblematic sites of the Cockney Diaspora – Thurrock and Southend-on-Sea.​[2]​ 

Contemporary Essex is changing, notably in relation to ethnicity. We therefore examine how the Essex ethnoscape is being transformed via recent processes of black and Asian suburbanization as well as by the presence of more recent migrants and asylum seekers. Such changes highlight the shifting nature of English suburbia, as Huq (2007: 35) has highlighted: 

Old associations of suburbia – ageing residents, net curtains, clipped hedges and whiteness – are in desperate need of updating as twentieth-century migration has given birth to the twenty-first century suburb. Far from being settled and stable, the suburbs are now places of diaspora and in-betweenness. 

This chapter examines this suburban in-betweenness via focussing on how the white residents in each case study location, who have themselves been formed from various chronological phases of the Cockney Diaspora, respond to the changing Essex ethnoscape. As such, our chapter not only examines mobilities and belonging, the main themes of the book, but it also contributes to the growing literature on ‘whiteness’ in Britain (Clarke and Garner, 2010; Skey, 2011). It does so by emphasizing the inter-relationship between East London and Essex. These two areas of the country are diametrically opposed in the amount of social scientific consideration they have had, with East London being one of the most researched areas, while Essex is not only under-researched but is also an over-stigmatized and much parodied region of the UK mainland. Although our focus is on white mobilities and belonging, we also illustrate the perspective of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) suburban incomers in Thurrock. We begin by analyzing ethnoscapes and diasporas in general terms, before turning our attention to the putative notion of a Cockney Diaspora in relation to the shifting cultural and material geographies of East London and Essex. 


5.2 Ethnoscapes and diasporas

Arjun Appadurai (1996) argues that the global imaginary is socially organized via five kinds of cultural flows based around movements of people (ethnoscapes), media images and technologies (mediascapes), technologies (technoscapes), investments (financescapes) and political ideologies (ideoscapes). In this chapter, we focus on ethnoscapes, defined by Appadurai (1996: 33) as:

… the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles and guest workers, and other moving groups and persons constitute an essential feature of the world and appear to affect the politics of (and between) nations to a hitherto unprecedented degree. 

As Appadurai (1996) goes onto explain, ethnoscape is a deliberately ambiguous term and we use it here as a trope to destabilize the ethnographic ‘certainties’ of community, place and group identity. Ethnoscapes illuminate the real and imagined mobilities of human populations, features often concealed by urban sociologists who have tended to envisage ‘community’ as a static, bounded geographical entity. 

While accelerating flows are disruptive, this does not necessarily mean that space at a variety of scales (national, regional, local) is somehow rendered unimportant. Space and place, including residential location, continue to matter to processes of identity formation and resource acquisition even under conditions of accelerating global flows (Savage et al., 2005; Blunt, 2007). The study of place is important because it permits a ‘fix’ on a position, allowing the sociologist to ‘insert’ themselves within an ethnoscape, effectively creating an intersection in both space and time. For our purposes, ethnoscape helps to reinforce a notion of place as a pause and/or meeting station for a multitude of peoples with convergent yet divergent trajectories.

Turning to diaspora, this concept is most often used to describe transnational movement and the complex modes of belonging that are forged by dispersed communities (see inter alia Brah, 1996; Anthias, 1998; Blunt, 2007). As Avtar Brah (1996: 196) writes, ‘Diasporic identities are at once local and global. They are networks of transnational identifications encompassing ‘imagined’ and “encountered” communities’. Paul Gilroy (2000: 123-4) emphasizes in-betweenness in his definition of diaspora as a:

... relational network, characteristically produced by forced dispersal and reluctant scattering. It is not just a word of movement, though purposive, desperate movement is integral to it […]. The term opens up a historical and experiential rift between the locations of residence and the locations of belonging. 

In an earlier work, Gilroy (1993) argued that diasporic identification is produced through cycles of call and response, whereby identity can be lost, found and renewed again. This is referred to as a ‘non-traditional tradition’, a mutable itinerant culture. This involves not only the transmission of cultural resources from siblings elsewhere, but also their recombination within local specificities. Anthias (1998: 565) refers to postmodern versions of diaspora as being less identified with a group, but instead as being a ‘condition’, that ‘is put into play through the experience of being from one place and of another’. 

In the UK context, diaspora typically refers to those dislocated and racially subordinated Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups that can trace their roots back to Africa, the Caribbean or the Indian sub-continent (Brah, 1996). In contrast, using diaspora to refer to ‘journeys of whiteness’ (Kalra et al., 2005: 105) is considered somewhat problematic within diaspora studies since ‘whiteness’ depends on a privileged dissimulation from ethnicity that holds itself above and apart from ethnic attachments either via a invisibility or a paradoxical hyper-visibility (Garner, 2007). Whiteness thus ‘acts as a passport of privilege’ (Kalra et al., 2005: 111) in that contemporary mobilities of whiteness are inscribed within geo-historical paths of Western colonization, domination and exploitation, paths which are closed off to the negatively racialized subjects from the British Commonwealth and Empire who have migrated to the ‘mother country’. At the same time, ‘diaspora’ has been deployed in relation to white groups (Kalra et al., 2005); for example, O’Reilly (2000: 158-160) has discussed a ‘British diaspora’ comprised of white Britons living on the Spanish coast, while Leith and Sim (2012) focus on the ‘Scottish diaspora’ who live in England. 


5.3 The Cockney Diaspora and the East End of London 

Moving up and out – or down and out? 

The term ‘Cockney Diaspora’ is more likely to be found in journalism and the Web rather than academia and this undoubtedly reflects the absence of transnational movement. Nevertheless, academics such as Phil Cohen (2013) and Jack Fawbert (2005, 2011) have employed the term to illuminate the migratory flows and destinations of East Londoners (also Carrabine, 2006). While the latters’ destinations are clearly by no means limited to Essex, it is Essex which has proved of greatest importance regarding the outward flows of Londoners from the East End. 

The East End has itself played a key role in the British urban imaginary. This encompasses its long-term positioning as a haunt of poverty and criminality – the ‘awful East’ according to Jack London (1903) in The People of the Abyss – which extends from the late 19th century to the late 20th centuries (Hobbs, 1988), as well as its mid-20th century status as heart of the British nation under attack by the Luftwaffe during the Blitz. Sociologically speaking, East London has also been frequently considered as ‘the archetypal working class community’ (Fawbert, 2005: 172), as in Young and Willmott’s (1957) famous, if somewhat romanticized, account of Bethnal Green as a 1950s’ urban village.

The move from East London to Essex has a long history and is typically associated with interlinked processes of social and geographical mobility, that is a simultaneous movement up the social hierarchy and outwards from the urban centre to the suburban periphery. This narrative of a socio-spatial centrifugal dispersal centred upon the eastern promise of moving from the poverty of East London to suburban arcadia contains considerable sociological veracity, as studies of East London suburbanization have demonstrated both in the post-War (Willmott and Young, 1960) and contemporary periods (Watt, 2007, 2008a, 2009a, 2013b; Butler and Hamnett, 2011; Watson and Saha, 2012). 

At the same time, this neat picture of suburban upward mobility requires qualifying in two ways. Firstly, as Fawbert (2005: 176) reminds us, ‘for many there were push as well as pull factors at work’, notably the deindustrialization of East London and the closure of the docks, as well as shortages of affordable housing in the inner city, a crisis exacerbated by the extensive bomb damage suffered during the Blitz. Furthermore many working-class Londoners experienced local government ‘slum clearance’ programmes from the 1920s to 1960s whereby they moved to new public housing estates on the eastern periphery of the city. Examples include the inter-war development of the giant Becontree estate in Dagenham by the London County Council (LCC) (Olechnowicz, 1997), and Young and Willmott’s (1957) account of the movement of East Enders to the anonymous Greenleigh LCC estate. Basildon and Harlow, the New Towns in Essex, were also built during the post-War period of mass dispersal. Given the importance of state-driven urban renewal policies and the crucial role played by public housing in mid-20th century suburbanization around London (Clapson, 1998), the individualized and voluntaristic nature of East Londoners’ outward migration requires some qualification. 

A second qualification to the smooth ‘upwards and outwards’ mobility narrative is that riverside Essex has itself suffered from economic restructuring and deindustrialization including notably the shrinkage of dock work at Tilbury and manufacturing at Ford in Dagenham. Deprivation is thus no longer monopolized by inner London, but increasingly takes a peripheral form in Essex, including the case study areas of Thurrock and Southend-on-Sea that we discuss below (see Allen et al., 1998). This ‘suburbanization of poverty’ has achieved policy recognition via the creation of the Thames Gateway regeneration scheme which stretches out from Tower Hamlets in East London along both banks of the Thames into south Essex as far as Southend-on-Sea and also into Kent (Cohen and Rustin, 2008a; see Figure 5.1). The Cockney Diaspora therefore incorporates a dual rather than mono-class trajectory, i.e. embracing processes of downward as well as upward mobility. The downward trajectory is encapsulated by what Cohen and Rustin (2008b: 299) refer to as ‘poor whites syndrome’, and is negatively symbolized via two prominent white English working-class stereotypes – ‘Essex girls’ and ‘chavs’, both of whom are denigrated for their ‘lack’ of taste (Skeggs, 2004; see le Grand, this volume).  


White flight and the outer-inner city

If the class positioning of the Cockney Diaspora is ambivalent, what is more sharply delineated is its whiteness and attendant racisms. As Cohen (2006a) has commented, the ‘Essex side of the Thames Estuary has come to represent the downriver retreat of popular racism courtesy of the Cockney Diaspora from the old East End’. From the 1960s to the end of the century, the East End (comprising the boroughs of Tower Hamlets and Hackney; see Figure 5.1) was identified with routine everyday racism, for example directed against the Bengali population in Tower Hamlets (Cornwell, 1984). In addition, the East End has also been one of the main centres of Far Right party political support in the UK from the 1900s right through to the 1990s when the British National Party (BNP) gained a councilor in Tower Hamlets (Husbands, 1982, 1994). More recently, BNP support has diffused eastwards into the outer East London boroughs, such as Barking and Dagenham, as well as into south Essex including Thurrock (Cruddas et al., 2005; Watt, 2008b). 

This eastwards trajectory of BNP support is emblematic of how the mobile Cockney Diaspora has come to be regarded as having been formed, at least in part, by an English version of ‘white flight’ – the movement of whites away from mixed ethnic areas (Fawbert, 2005, 2011; Cohen, 2006b; Watt, 2008a). White flight is powerfully associated with the racialized creation of the post-War US vanilla suburbs (Jackson, 1985; Avila, 2004). By comparison white flight is a disputed aspect of UK internal migratory flows with some demographers challenging the view that there has been any kind of ‘flight from the cities’: ‘the situation in Britain appears to be a long way from the type of flight (especially “white flight”) that has been talked about quite widely in the USA’ (Champion, 2000: 11). Simpson and Finney (2009) instead suggest that white and BME groups demonstrate common patterns of counterurbanization based upon a shared search for better housing and environment. Other demographers, however, provide evidence of ‘White migrants leaving areas with relatively low proportions of the population and moving to areas with higher White LQs [Location Quotients]’ in London (Stillwell, 2010: 1449), a finding that has some resonance with qualitative accounts of neighbourhood dynamics in various parts of London and its suburban hinterlands (Watt, 2004, 2006; Cohen, 2013).  

If the Cockney Diaspora has traditionally captured white Londoners eastwards’ mobilities, London, and especially East London, has been the destination of diasporic flows from the rest of the world. Jon Cruddas (cited in Huq, 2013), the MP for Dagenham, has claimed that the Africans now moving to his constituency on the East London/Essex border from the inner city are making the same journey as the Cockneys who moved to estates there at the turn of the century when they were founded. 

During the post-War period, London’s inner-city areas provided cheap rental housing for incoming migrants from the Caribbean and Indian Sub-Continent. The iconic sites of the multicultural metropolis from 1950 and 2000 were therefore inner-urban locations such as Brixton, Notting Hill and Hackney. However such areas have become or are being gentrified, initially via traditional sweat-equity pioneers but more recently via state-led gentrification through large-scale urban regeneration programmes (Hamnett, 2003; Watt, 2013a). The net result is that a variety of alternative locations, outside the city, are providing entry-points into Britain for new immigrants and also a home for those who arrive in London but find housing too prohibitive there (IPPR, 2007). This trend is intensified by dispersal strategies that prevent concentrations of new asylum seekers in London (Robinson, 2003; Millington, 2012). The net result is that Britain’s ‘map of diversity’ is becoming increasingly complex and that ‘areas that had previously not known much immigration have received relatively large numbers of newcomers’ (IPPR, 2007: 6). Nowadays the ‘front-line’ of British ‘race relations’ is more likely to be found in peripheral towns such as Luton or Slough or even declining seaside resorts such as Margate or Southend-on-Sea. As one of us has argued, these new sites of settlement, conflict and marginality can be described as outer-inner cities (Millington, 2012). 


From community to communion 

One specifically diasporic aspect of this eastwards migration is captured by how the Cockney Diaspora does not represent a unidirectional once-and-for-all movement out, but instead encompasses periodic return movements back to the city. This can be seen in Jack Fawbert (2005, 2011) work on the homing tendencies of spatially dispersed West Ham United football fans who travel from the south of England, including Essex, back into London every other Saturday to watch their team at the Boleyn ground in Upton Park. West Ham’s fan base is in fact one of the least localist and most spatially dispersed in the Premier League. Fawbert (2011: 176) describes his own matchday ritual which highlights the disporic notion of establishing a socio-spatial reconnection with a long-lost home: ‘when we arrive at the ground, there is always that exhilarating feeling of “coming home”, where, as a cockney (traditionally someone who comes from the East End of London and was born within the sound of the bells of Bow church), I feel I ought to be’. 

One important aspect of this putative Cockney Diaspora is how its members have retained connections with East London through a variety of socio-spatial practices such as commuting and staying in contact with relatives still living in the city by car, commuter railway lines and telephone. Londoners in Essex have continued to feel at home (through being away) by forming close relationships with fellow Londoners in their new environs whilst maintaining close contact with friends and relatives that remained in London (Young and Willmott, 1957). Thus a diasporic identity based upon simultaneous presence and absence was formed in the post-War years. The working-class culture of the East End was uprooted and re-imagined as pie and mash and seafood stalls opened in Dagenham and Romford, plus at ‘the end of the line’ in the resort town of Southend-on-Sea. As discussed above, ex-East Londoners, largely males, return to the city every other weekend so that, as Fawbert (2011: 181) says, ‘community persisted as “communion”, symbolically expressed for some through their support for West Ham United and the fortnightly ritual of travelling to Upton Park’. In linguistic terms, the ‘cockney guttural softened to an Essex burr’ to form a hybrid accent now commonly referred to as ‘Estuary English’ (Cohen and Rustin, 2008b: 299).

FIGURE 5.1 HERE

In the rest of this chapter we examine how the Cockney Diaspora, composed of émigré ex-East Enders, engages not only with its London place-origins, but also with the recent flows into Essex of members of South Asian and African diasporas proper alongside a burgeoning ‘not-quite-white’ (Garner, 2007: 118) East European diaspora. Such a transformation makes for a fascinating, if under-examined ethnoscape that is remaking ‘Essex London’ (Waller, 1987) alongside the senses of belonging that people have with this dynamic, relational space. We discuss the shifting nature of this ethnoscape in two unitary local authority areas​[3]​ lying along the Thames Estuary in south Essex – Thurrock and Southend-on-Sea – which are highlighted in Figure 5.1.​[4]​


5.4 Suburban incomers to Thurrock 

Thurrock lies to the east of the outer London borough of Havering (Figure 5.1). Thurrock’s Thames riverside edge includes the towns of Grays and Tilbury and is the most densely populated part, whilst the northern part is more sparsely populated and has substantial greenbelt land. Although parts of Thurrock are quite affluent, including the newer private housing estates, it also suffers from declining port and industrial activity as well as low skills (Thurrock Council, 2008). Some areas in Thurrock therefore have low income and educational levels, poor health, etc., and are deprived by national standards. In recognition of such deprivation and regeneration potential, the Thurrock Thames Gateway Development Corporation was created in 2003 and in addition the Essex Thames Gateway sub-region includes the south of the borough.

Thurrock’s population has expanded rapidly, up by 16 per cent from 1991 to nearly 150,000 in 2005 (Thurrock Council, 2008). Table 5.1 shows demographic data based on the 2001 and 2011 Censuses for Thurrock and Southend-on-Sea which demonstrates how both areas have expanding and ethnically diversifying populations. In Thurrock, the White British population has shrunk in both absolute and relative terms to stand at just over 80 per cent of the total in 2011 compared to nearly 93 per cent in 2001. By comparison, the Black/Black British has increased dramatically from 1.2 per cent to 7.8 per cent over the same 10-year period; this is mainly accounted for by those from African backgrounds. The White Other category which includes a large variety of national/ethnic groups, but including East Europeans, also increased considerably. 

TABLE 5.1 HERE

In this section, we examine mobilities and belonging in the private suburban housing estates of Thurrock, based upon survey and interview research data with ‘incomers’ who had moved from London into private housing estates in ‘Eastside’, an anonymized suburb in Thurrock. Eastside has a population of nearly 18,000 and is fairly typical of this part of Essex in that it has a pronounced white working-class presence, alongside an ‘edge landscape’ of housing estates and distribution centres enveloped by green fields (Gandy, 2012). In addition to an older ‘village’ area with church and village green, Eastside includes a ‘town’ that includes a shopping parade and a sprawling housing estate built by the London County Council in the post-War period. In addition to these town and village sections, Eastside also has a number of newer private housing developments that constitute the homes of the incomers who are the subjects of the research. On the whole, these incomers are stereotypically suburban, i.e. predominantly home-owning, middle-aged, married or co-habiting heterosexual couples with both partners in paid employment. Most incomers are white British who had been brought up in London, mainly East London, alongside smatterings of non-British whites and BME groups including a notable Black African presence. 

Like several parts of Thurrock, Eastside suffers from social and economic deprivation, notably in the council estate. By contrast, the incomers living in the private estates tended to be more affluent than the nearby working-class ‘locals’. This class difference was sharpest among those incomers who lived in the predominantly middle-class Woodlands enclave  – a large, relatively new estate consisting of several hundred detached and semi-detached houses – somewhat set apart from the rest of Eastside and described as a ‘prestigious’ location by local estate agents. The working-class and lower-middle-class incomers who lived on the ‘Newtown’ estates, i.e. the smaller developments which comprised flats, terraced and semi-detached houses located in Eastside town, are both physically and socially closer to the born-and-bred Eastside locals (Watt, 2013b). 

Eastside largely catered for white émigré east Londoners, many of whom, in the private estates at least, were upwardly as well as outwardly mobile. Louise (administrator) described her neighbours on the Woodlands estate:

‘They’re all Londoners. Nearly everybody on this estate … hardly, I’m going to flip it round, hardly anybody on this estate are locals. I don’t know of one family on here that are locals. […] They may have been from Ilford, but not this part of Essex. Everyone on here is a Londoner … an east Londoner mainly or a north Londoner who basically moved for the same reasons as us’. 

Similarly Kathy, who lived in one of the Newtown estates and ran an internet business from home with her husband, said:

‘Everyone is a Londoner in this area, everybody. Everyone has come from London, it is like the East End haven for everybody.  Everyone I know, they either come from East Ham [in Newham, Figure 5.1], Hackney or wherever or Dagenham [in Barking and Dagenham] everyone I know’.   

Since Eastside’s house prices are low by London standards, being able to access new(er), relatively inexpensive housing was a major reason people gave for moving to the area from London (Watt, 2008a). Many also sought a ‘better area’ in which to live since they routinely regarded East London as having gone ‘downhill’ as a result of increased crime and anti-social behaviour, plus the growing presence of a loose array of racialized ‘newcomers’ including asylum seekers as well as longer-established BME groups. ‘Narratives of urban decline’ were commonplace as white ex-Londoners bemoaned the erosion of a somewhat mythologized working-class ‘community’ of the past (Watt, 2007). John (carpenter) for example, expressed dismay at the demographic and symbolic changes occurring in East London where he had previously lived, changes that over-turned his sense of place-related belonging.

‘This country needs to be shut down for a while, don’t let anyone in for a while until we get our own house in order. […] Our culture is disappearing, and it is more apparent again, going to the areas. If you go down Southall, you might as well be in Bangladesh. Brick Lane [in Tower Hamlets, Figure 5.1] you’re in Bangladesh. It is not like an English place now. […] Jewish people had it for years, but it was never called Halal Street, never Bar Mitzvah Road. They have changed it to ‘Banglatown’. Why? It’s an English street. Why is it tolerated? It’s unbelievable. I do find it so frustrating … but you’ve got to move out. I should have been allowed to live in East London, if I’d wanted to’.​[5]​ 

One couple, June and Alan (local government officer and manager respectively), had moved from a 2-bed terraced house in the borough of Newham (Figure 5.1) to a new 3-bed detached house in Woodlands. As well as desiring a new house, they wanted to leave what they regarded as a ‘deteriorating’ area, not least since they could no longer identify the area as being English: ‘you can’t integrate, you have to move away from there because you can’t buy anything in the shops that you want’ (June). Geoff (security guard) and his wife expressed similar sentiments regarding Newham: ‘we were overtaken by different races, it’s become an area where English are in the minority’. A racialized white flight narrative therefore formed part of the discursive rationale for several ex-Londoners’ exodus from the inner city, even if it was not necessarily the sole or even most important reason for moving out to the Essex suburbs (Watt, 2008a). 

Even though they had left London behind to move 20 miles downriver, this did not mean they had cut off all ties with the city and their relatives who they had left behind. Very nearly half of the survey respondents had parents who lived in London, mainly East London, and contact was frequent given that 44 per cent with London-based parents saw them several times a week and another 40 per cent once a week. Kathy, for example described going back to Dagenham (in Barking and Dagenham, Figure 5.1), where she had previously lived, ‘all the time, my Mum lives there, I’ve been there this morning’. 

If family and kinship retained an East London focus for many Eastside residents, there was also evidence of a drift ‘out east’ by their relatives. Thirteen per cent of respondents had parents living in Essex; nearly half of these were in Thurrock with most in Eastside itself. Mark, Kathy’s husband, had also been brought up in Dagenham like herself but, ‘Mark’s Mum doesn’t live in Dagenham anymore, she has now moved out to Purfleet, just round the corner. She moved out this way because we moved, obviously so she moved’. For several ex-Londoners, their new Eastside home offered a sense of ‘community’, a feeling that was enhanced by how their own kin relations, as well as those of their neighbours, had similarly moved away from East London to Essex (Watt, 2013b). Dave, a black cab taxi driver, illustrated how the Cockney Diaspora is being formed by the dispersal and scattering of ex-East Enders across outer London and Essex.

‘It’s a bit like the old East End community spirit. My neighbour has a brother who moved onto the estate, and another neighbour moved her dad on – all from Hoxton. Her other brother moved onto Chafford – they all come from the East End. It’s a little bit like the East End. My sister moved to Rainham and my little brother to Elm Park – they moved out from Whitechapel. It’s like the East End transferred out. […] I know all my neighbours, everyone knows everyone, that’s what’s nice about this estate. People look after each other’s houses’. 

Mums and Dads, sons and daughters moved either to Eastside or elsewhere in Essex so helping to recreate a partial sense of the East End community (‘it’s a bit like the old East End community spirit’), even if the latter was long gone in East London itself as far as they were concerned. There was therefore a diasporic recreation of the East End of their youth, but this time 20 miles downriver in south Essex. This Cockney Diaspora also meant that symbolic aspects of place that were associated with the old East End reappeared in the Essex periphery and were if anything more authentic than in present-day East London which was no longer identifiably ‘English’. Jean (retired), for example, visited Walthamstow (in Waltham Forest, Figure 5.1) for its traditional Cockney cuisine, but felt that the area was no longer what it was and therefore increasingly turned to towns along the Essex coastline.

‘A pie and mash shop, the old pie and mash shops, which I mean we used to go to, and that’s the only reason [for visiting Walthamstow]. Oh, and my dentist is there, that’s it, that’s the only reasons to go back there. We don’t go back there for anything else. Even to the market, it’s changed. It’s not the old English market that it was. It’s like all the Indian stuff and things, and you know, you’re just not interested in that sort of thing, and they’re taking over the fruit stall and things like this, and it’s not the same.  […] But even down Clacton where we go, there’s one [pie and mash shop] in Walton-on-the-Naze and we go up there. It’s beautiful, so we’ve no need to go back there [Walthamstow] now, we go down there. It’s just an old English thing that you do’.  

The recreation of the English Cockney pie and mash shop on the Essex coast meant that Jean thought visits back into London were increasingly rendered redundant. The Essex home-from-home had become more ‘real’ than the real East End, giving rise to the possibility that nowadays it is not only the city that is ‘soft’ (Raban, 1974) – waiting for the imprint of identity, to be remade into a shape we can live in – but also the suburbs. 

Most Eastside incomers were satisfied with their neighbourhood as a place to live and even more so with their housing. Nevertheless there was also considerable disquiet regarding the presence of certain social groups in Eastside, both ‘newcomers’ as well as established ‘locals’. In fact, for many new residents – but most especially those living in the upmarket Woodlands estate – Eastside was a ‘spoiled suburb’ (Watt, 2007, 2009a), one that contained too many inner-city characteristics (crime, anti-social behaviour, unemployment, unclean environment, etc.) that they had moved away from London to avoid. To the extent that newcomers were ‘respectable’ people ‘like themselves’, such demographic flows were described in either positive or neutral ways: ‘more London commuters are moving in, it’s becoming more of a mix of people’ (Dale, youth worker). However, those newcomers from ‘rough’ parts of London or from BME/migrant groups tended to regarded in a less benign fashion by the white Eastsiders. Although the numbers of in-moving migrants and asylum seekers were modest at the time of the interviews​[6]​, their felt presence among the white interviewees was considerable, as articulated through commonplace, albeit not universal, racist/xenophobic discourses (see Courtney, 2011). Sonia (housewife), for example, lamented the changes she had witnessed in the local shopping parade during the five years she had lived in Eastside, changes which reflected the mutating Essex ethnoscape.

‘When I first moved in there was some closed units in the parade. Since I’ve moved in, those units have opened up. One is run by Asian people, a convenience store, and the supermarket’s been taken over by Asian people – nobody seems to know the [English] language. Another shop is an African shop, selling plantains and mangos, but I’ve never seen anybody in there. Some of the market stalls have changed, half of its Asians now. It’s a different atmosphere, it’s not the same, not as friendly. Everyone used to say ‘hello’ to you. It was like in London, like when I was a kid, when I was growing up. … We go in the café and it’s run by Bozzos [Bosnians] now’. 

Interviewees lamented the ethnic transformation of Eastside as bringing about equivalent changes to those London neighborhoods they had left which had ‘gone downhill’, but which were now ‘following them’ out into Essex: 

[In Enfield] there were Romanian women peeing outside the station, Albanians, Kosovans. There were cockroaches coming up from the flat below. It was a nice estate, but shopping trolleys were dumped, burnt out cars, the area went downhill and it’s starting to happen here, it’s following us out. (Ewan, carpenter) 

Like several other areas in Thurrock, notably the deprived working-class neighbourhoods along the Thames riverside, Eastside witnessed a strengthening BNP local electoral presence throughout the 2000s (Watt, 2008b). Although very few of the case-study incomers voted for the BNP, or at least admitted to voting for them, several articulated right-wing populist views – for example being anti-immigration and anti-European plus abhorring the multi-ethnic transformation of previously white ‘English’ areas – that bore similarities to those promulgated by the BNP (Cruddas et al., 2005). Despite the Eastside incomers’ general ‘upwards and outwards’ mobility trajectory, the research revealed an underlying sense of melancholic loss amongst them. This ‘postcolonial melancholia’ (Gilroy, 2005) operated in relation to an eroding ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1991) at complex multi-scalar levels – in relation to the London they had left behind, the British nation, and also the Essex landscape which was mutating away from its previous white Cockney Diasporic dominance (Watt, 2008b).  

What about the handful of Eastside incomers from BME backgrounds? Like their white  peers, the BME middle-class residents felt reasonably content living in the Woodlands estate and had high levels of housing satisfaction. Some compared Eastside favourably to East London in relation to racism: ‘I’ve not experienced this [racial prejudice] where I’m living at all ... I feel completely at home here’ (Doreen, Black African manager). However, Josh, an Asian teacher who had taught in an Eastside school, had experienced considerable racism and was generally more attuned to everyday racist talk in the local area, talk which meant he did not feel welcome. He avoided the rest of Eastside, apart from the Woodlands estate, since it was ‘pretty rough’ and that ‘it’s my colour they don’t take to too well’. 

The three black African families at Woodlands tended to do most of their socializing away from Eastside. Lucene described how her leisure activities spanned from London and across Thurrock:

‘I go to a Pentecostal Church in Wembley. Most of my leisure activities are around the church and there’s also a Pentecostal Church in Grays. I’ve made friends locally through the church’. 

The African families had links with their ethnic and religious communities across London and into Essex, links that are indicative of how the Essex ethnoscape is mutating away from its hitherto dominant white Cockney Diaspora. 


5.5 Southend-on-Sea

The local authority area of Southend-on-Sea is centered upon the faded English seaside resort town which bears the same name. The town is situated 35 miles from London at the mouth of the Thames estuary and a further 15 miles downriver from Thurrock (Figure 5.1). Like Thurrock, Southend-on-Sea has areas of concentrated deprivation, especially in the central regions of the town itself which contain some of the poorest wards in the east of England and the nation as a whole (Roberts et al., 2004).  In fact, five of Southend’s central super output areas fall within the 10 per cent most deprived areas of England. This picture of concentrated poverty stands in contrast to an affluent suburban rim, elongating along commuter lines to London, where many super output areas fall within the 20 per cent least deprived areas in England. 

For Londoners, ‘Southend was near, it was cheap, it was quick and it was friendly’ (Everitt, 1980: 25). Southend catered for the leisure tastes of working-class metropolitans and had an aesthetic both innocent and unselfconscious. Southend was considered a modern place and as O’Brien (1934: 48) wrote during the resort’s mid-century zenith: ‘Southend is Twentieth Century […]. It has set its face to the future’. Nowadays however, Southend resembles more ‘a place on the margin’, one of those ‘towns and regions which have been ‘left behind’ in the modern race for progress, evok[ing] both nostalgia and fascination’ (Shields, 1991: 3).   

Ethnoscape is an apt term for describing the restless communities of Southend-on-Sea, dating back to the 125 fishing folk who comprised the settlement in 1750 and forwards to the rhythmical coming-and-going of Londoners each summer during the resort’s heyday (1850-1950). Post-War migration of Londoners, including East Enders, added greatly to the area’s population, while from the mid-1990s onwards Southend-on-Sea has experienced new arrivals from Central and Eastern Europe (notably Kosovo and Albania), Portugal, Africa and the Middle East. Table 5.1 above shows how the White Other population of the Southend-on-Sea local authority area more than doubled to over six thousand from 2001-2011, while those from Black and Asian backgrounds also increased substantially. 

The population of the town has never been stable; a fact that confounds momentary facades of tidily demarcated established-outsider relations. Yet despite this considerable mobility, Southend remains fixed in the mind as a gloriously lurid working-class seaside resort - ‘the lungs of London’ according to Simon Schama (1996: 4). In this sense, time sometimes appears to have frozen for the town. O’Brien (1934: 60) describes the packed dance floor of the Pier Pavilion, a common scene in Southend during the resort’s golden era in the 1930s: ‘See them swaying together […] deluded by the idea that they are out of London, and yet contentedly aware that they both are and are not’. These dancers are simultaneously in place and out-of-place in Southend; they feel at home through ‘being away’ from the city. Of course, many Londoners who visited Southend on Bank Holidays and during the summer months eventually decided to settle there for good, especially after the Second World War, further blurring bounded territories and identities between the city and its periphery. Southend has, in many senses, always been a diasporic space. It is of the city even if it is not in the city. 

The study from which this section is drawn provides a geo-historical analysis of the racism directed at asylum seekers and refugees from ‘established’ Southend residents, many of whom have familial roots in London even if they were not born in the city themselves (Millington, 2010, 2011). The remainder of this section focuses on the symbolic weight that Southend-on-Sea has carried for the post-War Cockney Diaspora and how this has necessarily been re-evaluated in response to the diversifying ethnoscape of the town. 

An estimated 1,200 asylum seekers live in Southend, mainly in the centre of town to the immediate east and west of the High Street that leads from the train station (with connections straight into Liverpool Street) to the entrance of what remains the longest pleasure pier in the world.​[7]​ Rather than a dystopian vision of graffitied tower blocks and deserted precincts, this deprived ‘bedsit-land’ area (as it is known by residents) is closer in kind to a Chicago School-like zone-in-transition, a ‘hobohemia’ comprised of sub-divided town houses and terraces that date back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This ambivalent border of city/province is emerging as one of a number of peripheral locations that provide an entry-point or destination for new immigrants and dispersed, displaced and/or excluded groups from the global city. Such sites comprise ‘outer-inner cities’ - contradictory and fragmented spaces that perform many functions of the 20th century ‘classic’ inner city while displaying distinctive features of their own, not least an increased separation from the public forum traditionally offered to new immigrant groups by the metropolis (Millington, 2011, 2012). 

Millington (2005) argues that Southend-on-Sea is nowadays consumed by a melancholia that is obsessed with picking over the details of the resort’s faded grandeur. This depressive mood is focused fairly firmly on the local, although there are also similar undertones of post-colonial melancholia (Gilroy, 2005) as we identified in the case of Thurrock. Melancholia is particularly evident in the preoccupation among many with the physical demise of the once grand but now decrepit Palace Hotel​[8]​, a site where asylum seekers are mistakenly believed to be housed.

There’s 2,000 odd asylum seekers living in the Palace Hotel’. (Margaret, retired)

It’s sad. It’s sad. It’s sad to think a lovely building like that has ended up housing asylum-seekers. (Vivien, retired) 

The hotel is a ‘troubled landmark’. Pewsey (1993: 38) even suggests that, ‘[t]he vicissitudes of this building […] have been a metaphor for the uncertain direction of Southend’s own future’. A councillor describes the hotel in the local press as a ‘monstrous carbuncle’, claiming that, ‘[w]e cannot in all honesty claim to have made real progress towards the full regeneration of Southend while the hotel remains in its present decrepit state […] the Palace Hotel has suffered from nearly 50 years of dormancy and decay’. Other more vivid articles reveal that, ‘[t]enants have told “nightmare” stories of how a man lay dead inside his room for four days and a child found a syringe coated in heroin’ (Southend Evening Echo, 4 October 2001). Southend’s residents also share this fascination for decay:

‘My Mum actually used to have to visit the Palace Hotel. She had to go in there as part of her job in mental health […] Some of the people in there! [gasps] She said there was this one woman and she could just see all the fleas on her. It makes you want to gag’. (Nicola, secretary)

‘The Kosovans and Albanians are all on one floor apparently and then there's other people like the DHSS which are Southenders on the other floors. It’s like a war zone. There's no one around there during the day and you'll come back in the evening and your room's been broken into and they've had all your stuff, and normally it's the people from the floor downstairs, the Albanians and the Kosovans’. (James, fireman)  

This is comparable to what Cohen (2005) calls an Anglo-gothic imagination that represents the ‘new orientalism’ through imaginatively racialized decaying urban spaces, an imagination that thrives on:

‘… half-destroyed structures, often ancient, or mediaeval (and more recently modern) buildings which have either fallen into decay or disrepair […] These buildings contain secret chambers, subterranean passages, trapdoors, underground vaults, putrefying corpses, all of which have an important narrative function in evoking a past which has been forgotten or ignored […] and returns as a threatening or disruptive force’.    

Southend’s melancholia stems from its loss of a clearly defined role in the capitalist division of labour, a history that is publicly repressed in the relentless ‘competition with other places for highly mobile capital’ (Harvey, 1996: 298). Where London once crammed Southend with weekend tourists, the capital appears now to send only its ‘surplus’ populations, its own ghostly ‘internal Orient’. Indeed many asylum seekers and refugees are housed in the resort by London boroughs because of the greater availability and considerably cheaper price of accommodation, a policy encouraged since legislation permitting this was introduced in 1996 (Robinson, 2003).  As the most visible effect of the town’s decline, asylum seekers, refugees, immigrants and the homeless (who comprise London’s 21st century Cockney Diaspora) are blamed as the cause.​[9]​ The presence of stigmatized others such as asylum seekers is viewed by many – though by no all means all – established residents as further evidence of Southend’s fall from grace. 

For many established residents of Southend who have family origins in London, immigration into Southend makes it feel as if the city is finally catching up with them. The inner city they ‘escaped’ has followed them out, as it did for the Thurrock incomers discussed above. This is why such a common refrain is, ‘it’s getting like London round here’. To borrow once again from Phil Cohen (2003: 326), this is a case of the ‘urban uncanny’ that ‘invests the strange with a sense of déjà vu’. Southend and its shifting ethnoscape is becoming increasingly ‘unfamiliar’ yet it is also reminiscent of the half-remembered or even repressed city they left behind. Indeed many longer-term residents are now ‘looking for a way out’ of their Essex love affair, evoking desire paths to rural Norfolk and Suffolk, southern Spain (‘no foreigners’; see O’Reilly, 2000) and Canada (‘just like Britain in the 1950s’). In response to the diversifying ethnoscapes of Essex that were once the East Enders’ ‘home from home’, the Cockney Diaspora is being cast further afield. 

Southend is iconic because it represented (and in some sense continues to represent) the ‘promised land’ for the post-War Cockney Diaspora. It was/is a dreamscape: a place of refuge or escape from the bombed out, overcrowded and unhealthy City and East End. The singer Billy Bragg (Bragg, 2012) eulogizes Southend as the ‘holiday destination for thousands of East Enders escaping the drudgery of everyday urban existence’. Commenting on his song A13 about the trunk road which links Southend with Whitechapel in inner east London, he fondly remembers trips there as a child from Dagenham: ‘This was the route to the Kursaal [theme park] at Southend and a plate of cockles or a cup of whelks. This was the Magical Mystery road to the sea, to the Kiss-Me-Quick Never Never Land that is forever the Essex Coast’ Yet Southend’s ‘spoiled’ materiality (a term that can have racialized connotations; see Watt, 2007), which is evident in the decaying Palace Hotel and the increasing deprivation found in the centre of town offers a challenge to the we-ideal of the diasporic community and their dreams of social and economic improvement. The Palace Hotel, as both symbol and material object, is redolent with their disappointments: thwarted social mobility, loss of community and displacement from London. As such the self-destructive, melancholic tendencies of the Cockney Diaspora draw upon the stigmatized position of ‘asylum seekers’ in wider society to humiliate and shame Southend-on-Sea and ergo themselves.


5.6 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the out-flow of Londoners to Essex and in so doing we have rethought the East London/Essex borderlands as a site of multiple mobilities and belongings. We hope to have not only helped to rectify the academic neglect of Essex, but also shown how the Essex ethnoscape and Cockney Diaspora are more complex than may be assumed. Essex, and especially south Essex near the Thames – is a paradoxical ‘edge city’ (Garreau 1991; Gandy, 2012) space where city and suburb collide – socially, spatially, culturally and politically. This is a territory where alternative metropolitan modernities become enmeshed, where the Fordist-era suburban dream may be transformed via displacement, dispersal and disconnection to a distinctly post-Fordist form of outer-inner city ennui. Yet as we have shown, in places like Thurrock and Southend-on-Sea an affordable move outwards and upwards from London can still be found. It is not as simple as an earlier metropolitan modernity being seamlessly succeeded by a latter. This is why attachments to place in Essex remain an uneasy mix of aspiration, resentment and melancholia.

In the introduction, we stressed how important it is to understand the suburbs or periphery in relation to the central city and to not present either as fixed territories or static communities. In Thurrock, the continuing out-migration from East London demonstrates how Essex offers a place on the margins where the long-gone East End community can be magically (albeit partially) recreated via the formation of the Cockney Diaspora. In Southend, the historical relationship of the resort as a liminal zone of pleasure for working-class Cockneys has been radically challenged as central Southend and its many hotels, guesthouses and bedsits have been used to house a proportion of London’s ‘surplus’ populations. Particularly fascinating is the sense of belonging (estranged, displaced, elective or sentimental) that the diverse groups of Essex, new and old, have with London itself. This remains an issue for further research.

One of the ironic inversions of centre-and-periphery described in this chapter is that locally-based community ties in contemporary East London – previously infamous for its white racism as discussed above – display a relaxed multi-ethnic character as seen in certain working-class council estates (Maginn, 2004; Watt, 2013b). While the Thurrock and Southend research certainly revealed aspects of multicultural ‘rubbing along’,  our Essex case studies are also united by sublimated social tension, which in each case arises from disjunctures between ethnicity and/or race and/or social class and territory (real or imagined). In each area there is evidence that the white Cockney Diaspora (post-War and more recent) is struggling to come to terms with the non-white or ‘not-quite-white’ individuals and families who are increasingly settling in Essex. Often these ‘others’It is clear that to some of the Cockney Diaspora in Essex, non-white and 'not quite white' newcomers  are reminiscent of the the London they (the white Cockneys)they  left behind when they attempted to better themselves by settling in (or by being displaced to) Essex. As such these other groups are viewed as ‘space invaders’ in both geographical and social terms (Puwar, 2004). 

We suggest that the relatively benign notions of ‘mundane multiculturalism’ and ‘multicultural drift’, as highlighted by Watson and Saha (2012) in their study of BME London suburban dwellers, need qualifying. Our findings are in this sense closer to those studies that demonstrate how ‘whiteness’ and its attendant racisms are formed out of considerable ontological insecurities regarding felt losses – of community, place and nation – under globalization’s juggernaut. Our findings also suggest that ‘white flight’ has some resonance in relation to the formation of the Cockney Diaspora, although we accept that putting such ‘flight’ forward as being the only reason for out-migration from London is naïve and that we would not wish to make any claims regarding its quantitative significance (Simpson and Finney, 2009; Stillwell, 2010). Again, this is clearly a topic for further research. 

The Cockney Diaspora constitutes what Benedict Anderson (1983) would call an ‘imagined community’. The Cockney Diaspora term has been invented and has slowly gained credence in describing a selective portion of a re-territorialized group with shared social, cultural and urban origins. It is, however, becoming increasingly difficult to ‘prise away’ this white Cockney Diaspora from the complex Essex ethnoscape they now found themselves submerged within. More recent out-movers who possess often a very different relationship with the city are challenging the imagined communities of previously dispersed Londoners. As such new conflicts and forms of belonging (both nostalgic and progressive) are being forged and remain to be uncovered in Essex. These antagonisms and affective geographies are all related to the historic yet dynamic centre-periphery relationship involving the global city of London and its eastern hinterland. 
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^1	 . Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the ‘Diaspora Cities: Urban Mobility and Dwelling Conference’, Queen Mary, University of London, 16 September 2009, and at ‘The Diverse Suburb Conference’, Hofstra University, New York, 22-24 October 2009. Thanks also to Phil Cohen, John Marriott and Peer Smets for their insightful comments on the chapter. 
^2	 . The Thurrock material is largely based on research undertaken by Paul Watt from 2003-08 and funded by the British Academy (grant LRG-35374); see Watt (2007, 2008, 2009a, 2013) for methodology and further findings. The Southend-on-Sea section is largely based upon research undertaken by Gareth Millington from 2002-04 and funded by the ESRC (award number R42200154335); see Millington (2005; 2010) for methodology and further findings. Paul also wishes to acknowledge the financial assistance received from Birkbeck (Faculty of Lifelong Learning) in relation to conference attendance and other support for writing this chapter. 
^3	 . Unitary local authorities have their own local government organization, in this case Thurrock Council and Southend-on-Sea Borough Council, both of which were created in 1998. 
^4	 . Thanks to Maurizio Gibin for devising the map. 
^5	 . See Shaw et al. (2004) for an account of how ‘Banglatown’ emerged as a place-marketing regeneration initiative. 
^6	 . Five hundred international migrants entered Thurrock in 2004-05, a net increase of 300 persons; there were approximately 200-250 asylum seekers in 2003 (Thurrock Council, 2005).
^7	 . Asylum seekers and refugees arrived in Southend via two main routes. First, nearby local authorities have used Southend to house asylum seekers, refugees and the homeless because it has surplus rented accommodation. Since 1996 London Boroughs have been permitted to disperse asylum-seekers by arrangement with local authorities possessing vacant housing stock. Second, due to the high amount of settled asylum seekers and the provision of specialist social services in the town, the interim regulations of 2000 (introduced prior to Asylum and Immigration Act because many designated dispersal areas were insufficiently prepared) declared recent arrivals could be temporarily housed in Southend. 
^8	 . The Palace Hotel has since undergone major refurbishment and reopened in March 2010.
^9	 . This is discussed further in Millington (2010b) where a range of racialized narratives used by established residents to discuss asylum-seekers are analyzed in relation to the amount of ‘symbolic capital’ these stories bestow their narrator.
